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Article 23

Prisoner
by John McNamara
After the tardy bell ran g and the class had settled, Mr. Carlson
picked up his pile of twenty-seven attendance cards and began flipping
through them, matching each with the student present.
In the second seat of the third row Peter was going through his
Mead Organizer--a misnomer if there ever was one--looking for the
day 's English assignment. Carlson had been pilin g it on lately , it
being the middle of December and near the end of the semester and
Peter was trying to remain calm as he searched through the various
compartments, clasps, folders and paper-holders, one of which he knew
held his Thomas Hardy theme.
Carlson looked up from the cards, his small lashless eyes
scanning the room. "Tessick ?" he said.
Janey Whelan, whose desk was closest to Carlson's, said, "Not
here."
Carlson laid the off-white card down and put a slash through the
box marked Friday . "What is this, the sixth day he's been absent
now?"
"Fifth," Janey answered, cracking her wad of gum.
"He's missing a good deal of work . . . "
Jeff Cochran, who sat next to Peter said under his breath: "We
all ought a be so goddamn lucky."
Peter smiled at the edges of his mouth and continued to look
through his notebook.
"Does anyone know what's wrong with him?" Carlson asked ·.
No one answered.
Peter looked in the Spanish section of the binder and found the
Hardy paper sandwiched between a vocab test and an unfinished worksheet.
He pulled it out and kissed it.
"No one knows? No one's talked to him?" Carlson said.
Again, silence.
"Well, he's got to get his homework for the week." Carlson snapped
a rubber band around twenty-six of the twenty-seven cards and dropped
them in the top drawer of his desk. "Who lives near him?"
Peter looked up, remembering that Barry Tessick lived just around
the corner from him. He raised his hand.
"I've got it right here, Wells." Carlson tapped a manila folder.
"You can pick it up after class."
Peter nodded absently and slouched down in his seat.
"Didjew hear about Tessick?" Jeff Cochran said. They were walking
down the hall, weavin g between the lines of people toward the senior
lockers.
Peter stopped at the drinking fountain, spat into the drain and
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took a sip of water. "Hear what?"
"He racked up the car."
"Tessick? Waddareyou, kidding? Barry Tessick?" Everyone knew
about Barry; thin and somewhat undersized, peering out from behind
pebble-ish glasses, he was a straight-A student, a teacher's silent
delight. Peter was sure he 'd only heard Barry say fifty words in the
four years he'd gone to high school with him . "Is he . . . hurt?"
Cochran shrugged. "He's fine. Guess he was wearing his seat
belt. I heard he walked away from it with barely a scratch. But the
car . . . " Cochran whistled and spun the dial of his locker. "I
heard it's so bad they might not even try for repairs, just see what
they can get for scrap."
"I didn't even know he drove . . . "
"I guess it happened last Friday night. He was on some dirt
road doin' eighty or ninety, took an icy corner and flipped it.
Twice."
Peter looked at him. "How'd you hear all this?"
"Tessick' s dad works at my dad's insurance office." Cochran
dumped his books into his locker and slammed it shut.
"How's his dad taking it?"
"I dunno, my dad says Mr. Tessick's a pretty nice guy. How
would you take it?"
"But if he's okay and everything," Peter said, "how come he hasn't
been in school?"
"Who the hell knows? Listen, I'm late for fourth hour, I'll see
ya."
"Yeah, See ya."
The sky that afternoon was a rippled wash of deep-December grey.
Peter trudged through the crunchy layers of snow that blanketed the
Tessick's lawn, the folder tucked under his arm, the dry wind slicing
against his cheek and watering his eyes. He was grateful when he
finally made it to the house, a wide red-brick affair with white shutters
and a heavily slanting roof. One of the nicest in the neighborhood,
everybody said.
Peter rang the bell and waited. The door swung open almost
immediately and a woman stood in the entrance-way; she had grey-streaked
brown hair and a pinched-pointy nose. She was short and looked up at
Peter with a cocked head.
"Mrs. Tessick?"
She nodded.
"I'm Peter Wells ." He held the folder in both hands now. "I'm in
Barry's class. And I'm here to give him some homework."
"Oh, yes," she said and shivered a little. "Come in. You must be
freezing."
He was but he didn't say so. He stepped inside and she closed the
door behind him.
"You live right around the corner, don't you?"
"Yesma' am. "
"I think Barry's in his room," Mrs . Tessick said. She went to the
staircase and touched the bannister, looking up. "He wasn't feeling
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well again today."
"That's okay, Mrs . Tessick, I'll just leave this stuff and--"
"No," she said. "No. He hasn't seen anybody since--" She
stopped, then continued: " . . . for about a week. I think it'll be
good for him to have company."
Peter shifted from one foot to the other, immediately uncomfortable, while Mrs. Tessick called her son: "Barry . . . Barry!"
The reply from upstairs: "Yes? What is it?"
"You've got a guest, darling. Peter Wells, from school."
A pause. Then: "Who?"
Peter wasn't surprised. Barry didn't have many friends--in fact
none that Peter could think of off the top of his head.
"Peter ~.Jells," Mrs. Tessick explained, edging up the stairs.
"From your . . . " She trailed off and looked at Peter.
"English class," Peter said.
"From your English class."
Peter looked around him. On the walls of the front hall were
pictures. Pictures of Barry: Barry getting a citizenship award,
Barry getting the state debate prize, Barry with his National Merit
Scholarship . . .
"Can he come up?" Barry called.
. . . Barry getting a Rotary Club award, the National Essay
award, the high school student-of-the-year award.
. On and on,
covering an entire wall.
"Of course," Mrs . Tessick said. "Go right up, Peter."
Peter nodded. "Thanks." (Thanks for what?) And started up the
stairs.
The upstairs hall was cavernous and dark; the pale blue light of
dusk just barely managed its way through the windows, lighting the
floor with a series of squares. Peter made his way slowly, keeping
one hand against the wall to his right.
His leg banged against something solid and sharp; pain creased
the side of his knee.
"Ouwwchshit," he hissed, "sssshhhit."
From somewhere at the end of the hall: "Do you want me to turn
on the light?" The words were spoken quietly, slowly.
"Yes," Peter answered. "Please, thanks."
A click and the hall was lit. Barry stood by his bedroom door
dressed in blue jeans, a white button-down shirt and sneakers. The
clothes hung loosely on his body, almost in folds.
He didn't move as Peter approached.
"Mr. Carlson's really been pilin' it on, Barry. This"--he hefted
the bulging folder--"is only a week's worth of work."
Barry said, "I'm surprised they even let you come up."
"Oh, you're pretty sick, huh? What have you got?"
Barry turned and walked into his room. Peter looked through the
doorway, then stepped in. The room was big, with a high ceiling and
dark walls. Peter imagined that when the room was clean it was probably
pretty nice, but now. . .
Now the covers on the bed lay in a twisted heap; clothes were
scattered everywhere, hanging over chairs, desks, tables, even the lamp
next to the bed; and plates from at least a week's worth of breakfasts,
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lunches and dinners ~•ere piled everywhere. It was not an ordinary
mess. No, not ordinary at all. There was something-"You can just put the papers over there," Barry said, pointing
to an empty space on his dresser.
Peter did.
Barry slid his hands into his pockets, turned around, picked up
a pair of pants and began folding them.
"I guess this is pretty messy;' he said.
Peter shrugged. He realized he was sweating under his jacket.
"So, urn--" He cleared his throat. "When do you think you're gonna
be back?"
"Oh, you heard."
"Heard what?"
Barry laid the pants on a chair. "I' 11 bet everybody knows by
now."
"Well everybody knows you're sick . . . You've been gone a whole
week."
"I'm not sick," he said sitting down on the bed. "I think that's
pretty obvious."
"You're not sick. Urn. . . I don't get it." Then it clicked; he
could hear them inside his head, Cochran's words: "
racked up
the car . . . might not even try for repairs.

''

And Peter nodded. "Oh. You're talking about the car. Right?"
Barry bobbed his head once.
"Aw but that happens to everybody. I remember the time I dented
the fender of our car."
"This wasn't just a dent," he said. "It was the whole thing, the
whole car. And see, all that happened to me was this." He held up
his right hand and wrapped around it was abandage. "That's why they're
keeping me here."
"They?"
"My parents. They're keeping me up here." Barry stood and walked
to his window. It was almost completely dark now. Only a sliver of
light remained in the west. "Oh, I don't blame them, I don't blame
them at all. In fact, if it was my child I'd do the very same thing."
Peter nodded. "Uh huh."
"I failed, you see. I really blew it. .
I never did anything
like this before, but-- "He scratched his head. "I really did it."
"Oh, they never said anything, of course," Barry went on, still
looking out the windo~"I mean, they didn't say, 'Go to your room and
don't come back down till we say so.' I'm not a child, for God's sake.
But I knew. I knew what I had to do. You've got to pay for your
mistakes . . . they just can't go unpunished. They know that I have to
learn. And I know it."
Peter started to say something. Barry cut him off.
"Now if you mentioned this to them they'd deny it. Emphatically.
I'd want them to. You can't let this kind of thing get out and spread
without everybody knowing all the facts. Imagine what people would
think." He was talking faster now, his words running over one another.
"I mean, I'm really trusting you not to tell anyone, y'know? I
shouldn't even be telling you this. I don't even know how I got started."
There was a pause, long and awkward. For Peter the room was now
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unbearably hot. He moved tmvard the door.
Barry said, "You're not gonna tell anyone? Because when this is
all over everything's gonna be fine again."
"I won't tell anyone, Barry."
"Good." He bobbed his head again. "Thanks, thanks a lot for
stopping by."
Peter took a deep breath.
"Yeah. Sure. I'll. . . see ya."
In the downstairs hall, as he was reaching for the doorknob, Mrs.
Tessick touched his shoulder.
"How is he?" she asked.
"Oh, he's uh, he's good.
. I mean fine," Peter said. "Just
fine." His eyes strayed to the pictures on the wall.
"I don't understand why he won't come down," said Mrs. Tessick,
almost to herself.
"He's not sick at all but he won't eat." She
shook her head and folded her arms. "Well, thank you for stopping by."
She opened the door for him.
Peter nodded and walked into what was now night, grateful for the
cold and the wind as he retraced his footsteps across the snowy lawn
thinking only of Barry; Barry getting a citizenship award, Barry getting
the state debate prize, Barry with his National Merit Scholarship. . .
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